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FAMILY ANATIDAE
(SWANS, GEESE, AND
DUCKS)

-~-~~~
~.-:.::-~-~

---"..-

Trumpeter Swan

Published in Birds of the Great Plains: Breeding Species and Their Distribution, New Expanded Edition,
by Paul A. Johnsgard (UNL-Lincoln Libraries, 2009). Copyright © 1979, 2009 Paul A. Johnsgard.

Trumpeter Swan
Cygnus buccinator
Breeding Status: Reintroduced. Originally extirpated, but reintroduced in the 1960s to Lacreek National Wildlife Refuge, Bennett County, South Dakota, and since 1963 has bred there and in
adjacent parts of South Dakota (Shannon, Pennington, Meade,
Zieback, Haakon, Jackson, Washabaugh, Mellette, and Tripp
counties), as well as in Nebraska (Cherry, Sheridan, and Morrill
counties).
Breeding Habitat: Typical breeding habitat consists of large,
shallow marshes to shallow lakes, with an abundance of submerged plants and emergent vegetation, and stable water levels.
The emergent plants provide important nesting cover, and the
submerged vegetation is the major food source.
Nest Location: Nests are greatly scattered, owing to extreme territorial behavior of adults, and nest sites are usually used for
several years. Island locations are preferred over shoreline sites,
and when nests are built in emergent vegetation the water is
usually between 12 and 36 inches deep. Sometimes muskrat
houses or beaver lodges serve as nest sites.
Clutch Size and Incubation Period: From 3 to 9 eggs, averaging
about 5. Eggs are creamy white and somewhat granular. Incubation period is 32-37 days, usually about 34 days. Single-brooded.
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Time of Breeding: In Montana, egg records extend from April 26
until June 26, and newly hatched cygnets have been seen from
June 10 to July 3. In South Dakota, the Lacreek Refuge records
indicate that nest-building occurs from April 3 to about May 20
and hatching from May 20 to July 1. Fledging is from September
20 to October 16.
Breeding Biology: Trumpeter swans pair for life, and each pair
returns to its nesting area in spring as soon as the weather allows.
Territories are established that average more than 30 acres, sometimes more than 100 acres, and are vigorously defended; the
adults even exclude their own offspring of previous years. The
male performs such territorial defense, but the female participates in mutual "triumph ceremonies" after territorial disputes
and also helps defend the nest site. Both sexes help construct the
rather bulky nest, which may require a week or more. The eggs
are laid at 2-day intervals, and no incubation is performed until
the clutch is complete. Thereafter the female performs all the
incubation (a few records of males incubating exist but must be
regarded as abnormal), while the male defends the nest. Most of
the cygnets hatch within a few hours of each other and .are led
. from the nest within 24 hours of hatching. The nest may later be
used for resting or brooding, but often the brood is led some
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distance from the nest for rearing on quiet and secluded ponds.
The fledging period is approximately 100 days in the Montana
region, which occupies the entire summer and makes it impossible
for birds to renest after nest failure.
Suggested Reading: Banko 1960; Johnsgard 1975.

Canada Goose
Branta canadensis
Breeding Status: The giant race of the Canada goose (B. c.
maxima) originally bred over much of the region concerned,
south to central Kansas. Reintroductions at refuges and other
localities have reestablished Canada geese as breeding birds in
most of these states.
Breeding Habitat: The breeding habitat of the giant Canada
goose typically consisted of prairie marshes, especially those in
the glaciated portions of the upper Great Plains. Some larger
lakes were also used for breeding in early times, with the birds
usually nesting on islands.
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Nest Location: Muskrat houses probably originally were important nest sites for this race of geese in prairie marshes, but
emergent plants such as phragmites and bulrushes were no doubt
frequently used. Where terrestrial predators are significant,
islands are important nest locations. Nests are often some distance from water, such as in depressions in the prairie or under
shrubs. Elevated nest sites are often used if available. Consider~II able down is normally present.
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Clutch Size and Incubation Period: From 4 to about 10 eggs (147
Missouri clutches averaged 5.6). Eggs are white with a smooth
surface. Incubation period is 26-29 days, averaging 28 days.
Time of Breeding: Eggs dates in North Dakota range from April
13 to June 14, and dates of dependent young range from June 3
to August 12. Minnesota egg dates range from March 27 to June
2. In northwestern Missouri (Clinton County) the first eggs are
laid about March 15-20, and the nesting period (to the hatching
of the last egg) averages 73 days, or until early June.
Breeding Biology: Canada geese have strong, permanent pair
bonds, and most begin to breed when 2 or 3 years old. Males
establish fairly large territories in marshes, usually including the
same area and often the same nest site as in previous years. Pair
bonds are maintained by mutual displays, especially the triumph
ceremony, and unless nest sites are limited or predator pressures
are present, the nests tend to be well scattered. The nest is

constructed primarily by the female, with the· male standing
guard and helping to some extent. Copulation occurs on the
water, primarily during the egg-laying period, and incubation
does not begin until the clutch is complete. Males remain close to
the nest and take the major responsibility for guarding it but do
not help incubate. Both sexes tend the young, which soon begin
to fend for themselves. During the fledging period of about 70
days, both parents undergo a flightless molting period, and thereafter the family may leave the area, with the family bonds persisting through the winter.
Suggested Reading: Brakhage 1965; Johnsgard 1975.

Fulvous Whistling Duck (Fulvous Tree Duck)

Dendroeygna bieolor
Breeding Status: Accidental. The only nesting record for our
region is from Morton County, Kansas, in 1971 (American Birds
25:873). The nearest regular breeding ground is the Gulf coast of
Texas.
Breeding Habitat: Typical original breeding habitat consisted of
freshwater marshes with extensive beds of cattails and bulrushes.
Recently the birds have colonized rice fields, particularly those
heavily infested with weeds.
Nest Location: In freshwater marshes these birds typically construct their nests in clumps of living or dead bulrushes or in knotweeds, or they build floating nests in open water. Nests in rice
fields are usually on levees, over water between levees, or attached to growing plants. On coastal marshes of Texas they
typically float over water 3-7 feet deep. No down is present in the
nests.
Clutch Size and Incubation Period: From 10 to 16 eggs
produced by a single female; addition of eggs by other
often produces larger clutches. Eggs are white with a
roughened surface. Incubation period is 24-26 days.
brooded.

in nests.
females
slightly
Single-

Time of Breeding: In Texas, egg dates range from May 10 to
September 16. Downy young have been seen there as late as
October 19, indicating a very long and rather irregularly timed
breeding period.
Breeding Biology: Like other whistling ducks, this species is
highly monogamous and probably forms lifelong pair bonds.
Courtship displays are virtually nonexistent, at least as now
understood. The best-known displays are those associated with

47

copulation, which occurs on water and is preceded by mutual
head-dipping. A ritualized "step-dance" by both birds follows
treading. The female presumably builds the nest (not yet established), but both sexes are known to incubate. Incubation begins
when the last egg is laid, and hatching is simultaneous. Both
parents tend the young, which require about 65 days to fledge.
Suggested Reading: Meanley and Meanley 1959; Johnsgard,
1975.

Common Mallard
Anas platyrhynchos
Breeding Status: Breeds over nearly the entire area except the
eastern half of Oklahoma, where it is rare and local. Most common in the northern half of the region, with surprisingly few
nesting records for Kansas, Oklahoma, and the Texas panhandle.
Breeding Habitat: One of the most widespread and adaptable
species of ducks, the common mallard occupies a diversity of
water types and surrounding environments. Fairly shallow waters, either still or slowly flowing, and surrounding dry sites of
nonforested vegetation seem to be their preferred breeding habitat. They will sometimes breed in forested areas, but never in
large numbers.
Nest Location: Nests are on dry ground, usually under relatively
tall grass or herbaceous vegetation, and are generally well concealed from above and from all sides. Grasses 1-4 feet tall seem to
be the most common nest cover, but weeds such as thistles and
nettles are also frequently used. The nest is a shallow depression
in the soil, well lined with brown down.
Clutch Size and Incubation Period: From 5 to 15 eggs (118 North
Dakota nests averages 9.6). Eggs are creamy white to greenish
white with a smooth surface. Incubation period is 24-30 days,
averaging 28 days. Normally single-brooded, but renesting is
regular after nest loss, and a few cases of double-brooding have
been reported.
Time of Breeding: North Dakota egg dates range from April 15 to
July 23, and dependent young have been seen from May 22 to
September 24. Kansas egg records are for the period April 1 to
June 10, with egg-laying most frequent during the first 10 days of
May. Oklahoma egg dates are from April 13 to August 1, and
young have been seen from mid-May onward. In Texas, eggs
have been reported from February to May 17, and small young
from April 26 to August 11.
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Breeding Biology: Mallards begin social display early in the fall,
with many adults probably forming new pair bonds with earlier
mates, and those hatched the previous summer beginning courtship for the first time. By spring, nearly all females have formed
pair bonds, and on arrival at their breeding grounds pairs spread
out across the available habitat. Home ranges of such pairs vary
greatly in size but at times may exceed 700 acres; spacing is
enhanced by males' evicting other males from the vicinity of their
mates. Females choose their nest sites and are abandoned by their
mates when incubation gets under way. The newly hatched young
are quickly led to water, and the fledging period is 55-59 days in
Manitoba. Mallards often try to renest if their first attempt fails;
the clutch sizes of renesting efforts tend to be slightly smaller than
the original clutches.
Suggested Reading: Girard 1941; Johnsgard 1975.

Mottled Mallard (Mottled Duck)
Anas platyrhynchos Julvigula (Anas Julvigula)
Breeding Status: Accidental. There is one breeding record for
Cheyenne Bottoms, Barton County, Kansas, in 1963. The nearest
regular breeding area is the Gulf coast of Texas.
Breeding Habitat: The preferred location is much like that of the
common mallard, but the species inhabits brackish and saltwater
habitats. Coastal marshes with extensive emergent vegetation are
the primary breeding habitat, but the birds also breed in coastal
prairies, bluestem meadows, and fallow rice fields.
Nest Location: Grass cover, usually fairly tall and dense, seems to
be the preferred location for these coastal-nesting mallards. Distance from water is variable, and probably depends on local
topography. The down lining of the nest is brown.
Clutch Size and Incubation Period: From 5 to 15 eggs (108
clutches in Texas averaged lOA). Eggs are creamy white to greenish white. Incubation period is 25-27 days. Probably singlebrooded, but up to five nesting attempts have been reported in a
single female.
Time of Breeding: In Texas, eggs have been reported from March
18 to July 21, and dependent young have been seen from April 3
to August, except for one remarkable case ofa brood observed in
December.
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Breeding Behavior: In most respects the behavior and breeding
biology of this species is mallardlike. But it is possible that the
pair bond may be relatively continuous in this population, even
49

though the male does not seem to be present while the brood is
reared. The fledging period of 54-60 days is virtually identical to
that of mallards, and during this period the male apparently
migrates to the coastal areas of Texas to molt.
Suggested Reading: Johnsgard 1975; Engeling 1950.

Black Duck (American Black Duck)
Anas rubripes
Breeding Status: Rare, limited mainly to Minnesota as a breeder.
There are also a few scattered records of breeding in North
Dakota, and it has bred at Squaw Creek N.W.R., Holt County,
Missouri.
Breeding Habitat: Throughout nearly all of their range black
ducks are associated with coastal marshes and eastern forests,
and forest seems to represent their primary habitat. In the interior,
the birds are found on fairly alkaline marshes, acidic bogs and
muskegs, stream margins, and lakes and ponds, especially those
near woodlands.
Nest Location: The margins of woody areas appear to be favored
for nesting, with more open areas such as marshes or cultivated
fields a secondary preference. Plants that serve as cover for the
nest frequently are shrubby forms with evergreen or persistent
leaves and dense branching patterns that provide excellent overhead concealment. A dry nest substrate, such as dead leaf litter, is
an important component.
Clutch Size and Incubation Period: From 6 to 12 eggs (average of
various studies about 9). Eggs vary from creamy white to pale
greenish or buffy. The incubation period is 26-27 days, beginning
with the last egg. Single-brooded, but replacement clutches are
frequent.
Time of Breeding: In North Dakota the probable breeding season
is from late April to mid-August. In Minnesota, young have been
seen from June 22 to August 1.
Breeding Biology: Apart from their ecological preferences, there
are virtually no differences in the breeding biology of the black
duck and the common mallard. Competition between them is
reduced by their generally complementary ranges, but in recent
years the extent of range overlap has increased and hybridization
between the two types has become more prevalent. Yet there is no
good evidence that the black duck is extending its breeding range
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into the Great Plains, and it will probably continue to be a rare
breeder there.
Suggested Reading: Coulter and Miller 1968; Johnsgard 1975.

Gadwall

Anas strepera
Breeding Status: Breeds over nearly all of the northern half of the
region, being relatively common in the Dakotas and western
Minnesota, as well as in the Nebraska Sandhills. Although it is
regular at Cheyenne Bottoms (Barton County), there is only one
other definite breeding record (Trego County) for Kansas. However, it is considered a breeding species at Quivira and Kirwin
N.W.R. There is only one breeding record for the Texas panhandle (Potter County), but it is reported as breeding in the area
of Clayton, New Mexico.
Breeding Habitat: Breeding occurs on a variety of mostly temporary or semipermanent water. areas in the Dakotas, ranging
from fresh to subsaline. Shallow prairie marshes that are relatively alkaline are apparently preferred over deeper, more permanent marshes, and those with grassy or weedy islands are also
heavily used.
Nest Location: Nests are built on dry ground under a variety of
covers, in particular amid broad-leaved weeds. Dry upland sites
are preferred to wetter areas, and dense cover is preferred to
sparser cover. Cover 1-3 feet in height, especially on islands, is
frequently used for nesting; island nesting in dense populations is
at times almost colonial. The nest cavity is lined with rather dark
grayish down.
Clutch Size and Incubation Period: From 7 to 13 eggs (667 nests
in North Dakota averaged 9.9). Eggs are dull creamy white.
Incubation period is 25-27 days, averaging 26 days. Renesting is
fairly common, and such nests have a slightly smaller average
clutch size than initial nesting efforts.
Time of Breeding: Egg dates in North Dakota range from May 18
to August 10, and dates of dependent young are from June 14 to
September 24. Three-fourths of the North Dakota egg records are
for the month of June.
Breeding Biology: Gadwalls form their pair bond relatively early,
during a period of social courtship involving aquatic display as
well as aerial chases. Most birds are paired by the time they arrive
On their nesting grounds, and pairs establish home ranges that

may exceed 50 acres, often overlapping with the home ranges of
other pairs. Territorial behavior as such is not significant, and
nests are often close together, especially on islands. The female
constructs the nest alone and is usually abandoned by her mate
about a week or two after incubation has begun. The hen thus
raises her brood alone, usually on deepwater marshes unlikely to
dry up before fledging, which requires 7-8 weeks.
Suggested Reading: Oring 1969; Johnsgard 1975.

Northern Pintail (Common Pintail)
Anas acuta
Breeding Status: Breeds over most of the region, becoming more
local and rarer southward; there are only a few breeding records
south of Kansas, including Cimarron County, Oklahoma, Union
County, New Mexico, and Dallam, Lipscomb, and Randall counties, Texas.
Breeding Habitat: Over their vast range, northern pintails are
associated with water types ranging from fresh to brackish, and
from small temporary ponds to permanent marshes, but they are
most abundant where there is open terrain surrounding areas of
shallow water. In the Great Plains, stock ponds and similar water
areas with little or no vegetative cover are used more by pintails
than by most other waterfowl.
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Nest Location: Nests are invariably in dry, upland locations,
often in dead plant growth of the previous year, at times with
very little concealment. Many nests are placed in cover less than a
foot high with no concealment on at least one side. Nests are
often in shallow natural depressions, rendering them susceptible
to flooding by heavy rains. They are lined with dark gray to
brownish down.
Clutch Size and Incubation Period: From 5 to 11 eggs (68 nests in
North Dakota averaged 7.9). Eggs are white to greenish yellow or
grayish, with a smooth shell. Incubation period is 21 days, starting with the last egg. Single-brooded, but renests regularly if the
first clutch is lost.
Time of Breeding: North Dakota egg dates range from April 13 to
July 6, and dependent young have been reported from May 16 to
September 17. Kansas egg dates are from April 21 to June 10,
with a peak of egg-laying in early April.
Breeding Biology: Northern pintails form monogamous pair
bonds during a prolonged period of social courtship, which continues as the birds migrate north in spring. Most or all females are
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paired by the time the birds arrive on their nesting grounds, and
the pairs tend to become well spaced as they establish large home
ranges. Females begin nesting very early, shortly after hillsides
are free of snow, and like most ducks they complete their clutches
at the rate of one egg per day. Incubation begins with the laying
of the last egg, and by that time or shortly afterward the pair
bond is broken. When the brood hatches, the female leads them
to water, sometimes shifting ponds and moving them nearly a
mile from where they were hatched. The fledging period is 47-57
days in South Dakota and averages 41 and 46 days for females
and males respectively in Manitoba.
Suggested Reading: Sowls 1978; Johnsgard 1975.

Green-winged Teal

Anas crecca
Breeding Status: Breeds over virtually all of the two Dakotas, in
southwestern Minnesota, northwestern Iowa, and the northern
half of Nebraska. Bred in 1968 in Barton County, Kansas (3
nests, 1 brood).
Breeding Habitat: Green-winged teal breed in greatest numbers
where there isa mixture of grassland, sedge meadows, and dry
hillsides with low trees, brushy thickets, or open woods adjacent
to ponds or sloughs. Grasslands lacking shrubs or thickets are not
used as extensively as those with some woody cover, but the
breeding ponds are often shallow and transient.
Nest Location: Nests are on dry land, usually well away from
water and extremely well shaded by rushes, dense grasses, or
shrubs. Low shrubs are apparently the preferred nesting site,
especially those that offer excellent overhead concealment. The
nest is a shallow excavation, lined with a very dark brown down.
Clutch Size and Incubation Period: Usually from 6 to 12 eggs (25
North Dakota nests averaged 8.6), varying from dull white to
olive buff. Incubation period is 21-23 days. Single-brooded, but
. at least some renesting is known to occur.

~. Time of Breeding: Egg dates in North Dakota range from May 7
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to July 28, and dependent young have been seen from June 20 to
September 1.
Breeding Biology: Green-winged teal are highly social and display
over a long period of late winter and spring while forming their
pair bonds, which are renewed annually. Pair-forming displays
are numerous and elaborate and are highly animated. On reaching their breeding grounds, pairs spread out and establish home
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ranges that center on small ponds. Females select nest sites while
accompanied by their mates, which usually remain attached to
them until incubation is under way. After the clutch has hatched,
the female leads her young to shallow ponds, and they grow very
rapidly. They fledge in no more than 44 days, and some Alaska
estimates are of as little as 35 days, but fledging is unusually rapid
at such high latitudes, where summer daylight allows for continuous feeding.
Suggested Reading: McKinney 1965; Johnsgard 1975.

Blue-winged Teal
Anas discors
Breeding Status: Breeds commonly over the northern half of the
region, and is the commonest surface-feeding duck breeder in
much of the area. Progressively more local in eastern Colorado,
Kansas, and Oklahoma, being uncommon to rare in the eastern
parts of Kansas and Oklahoma. Also breeds locally in the Texas
panhandle and northeastern New Mexico.
Breeding Habitat: The highest concentrations of blue-winged teal
are in marshes surrounded by native prairies, especially the tallgrass prairies. Relatively small, shallow ponds or marshes are
favored over larger and deeper ones during breeding, especially
where grassy or sedge meadows are nearby.
Nest Location: Nests are on dry land, often very near water,
particularly in sedges or grasses that average about a foot high.
Steep slopes and very dense cover are avoided, and nests are often
placed about halfway between water and the highest surrounding
point of land in gently rolling country. The nests are well lined
with grasses and dark down having conspicuous white centers.
Clutch Size and Incubation Period: From 8 to 13 eggs (349 nests
in North Dakota averaged 10.3). Eggs are creamy white to pale
olive-white with a slightly glossy surface. Incubation period averages about 24 days, starting with the last egg laid. Singlebrooded, but renesting efforts are frequent.
Time of Breeding: North Dakota egg dates range from April 26
to July 28, and dependent young have been seen from June 17 to
September 13, with most broods seen in July and August. Kansas
egg dates are from May 1 to May 30, and in Oklahoma dependent
young have been seen from May 26 to August 3.
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Breeding Biology: Pair bonds are formed fairly late in bluewinged teal, mainly during the migration northward, but some
displays may occur on the nesting grounds. Pairs are relatively
tolerant of other pairs and often center their home ranges on very

small ponds or even roadside ditches. The female chooses the nest
site and builds the nest, while the male waits nearby. After
incubation begins the pair bond is dissolved, and males often fly
elsewhere to complete their summer molt. Females take their
broods to water after hatching and usually raise them in rather
heavy brooding cover. The fledging period is about 6 weeks, and
females also begin to molt at about the time the young are
fledged.
Suggested Reading: Dane 1966; Johnsgard 1975.

Cinnamon Teal
Anas cyanoptera
Breeding Status: Apparently a rare breeding species at the eastern
limit of its range in our region, but confusion with the bluewinged teal makes the status of this species difficult to ascertain.
There are no definite breeding records for North Dakota, although presumably nesting pairs have been seen. Probable
broods have been seen at Lacreek N.W.R. in South Dakota. In
Nebraska, cinnamon teal are occasionally present during summer
at Crescent Lake N.W.R., and there is at least one breeding
record for Garden County. They bred at Cheyenne Bottoms,
Barton County, Kansas, in 1969 and are occasionally found at
Salt Plains N.W.R., Oklahoma, where a brood probably of this
species was seen in 1959. They have been recorded breeding in
Dallam, Hutchinson, and Potter Counties, Texas, and in Union
County, New Mexico.
Breeding Habitat: There is no obvious difference in habitat preferences between blue-winged and cinnamon teal, although the
latter inhabits more alkaline marshes during the breeding season.
Nest Location: This species usually nests in fairly low herbaceous
cover 12-15 inches tall, often consisting of grasses, sedges, or
broadleaf weeds. Such cover is favored for nesting if it provides
excellent concealment and is close to stands of taller vegetation.
Islands that provide low grasses are also preferred. The nest is
lined with down nearly identical to that of blue-winged teal.
Clutch Size and Incubation Period: From 8 to 13 eggs (76 Utah
clutches averaged 9.3). Eggs are white to pale pinkish buff with a
slight gloss. The incubation period is 24-25 days, starting with the
last egg. Single-brooded, but a persistent renester.
Time of Breeding: In Utah, clutches are initiated between April
15 and June 24, with a peak in early May and about three-fourths
initiated between May 6 and June 2.
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Breeding Biology: The social behavior and breeding biology of
the cinnamon teal are extremely similar to those of the bluewinged teal, and in a few areas they breed on the same marshes,
nesting at the same time and using the same habitats. Nesting
densities of cinnamon teal in the middle of their range are appreciably higher than those of blue-winged teal, however, and their
home ranges tend to be very small.
Suggested Reading: Spencer 1953; Johnsgard 1975.

American Wigeon (Baldpate)

Anas americana
Breeding Status: Locally common in northwestern Minnesota,
and uncommon to rare in most of North Dakota and South
Dakota. A common to uncommon breeder in the Nebraska Sandhills, but there are no specific nesting records for the more
southerly parts of this region. It is thought to nest in Barton
County, Kansas (Cheyenne Bottoms), but only one record seems
to have been published (Kansas Ornithological Society Bulletin
24:36).
Breeding Habitat: American wigeons favor marshes or lakes with
abundant aquatic food at or near the surface, but with limited
emergent aquatic vegetation. Areas surrounded by sedge meadows are favored, as are those with partly wooded or brushy
habitats near the water.
Nest Location: Nests are on dry land, often 100 yards or more
from water. The surrounding cover is often of sedges, rushes,
mixed prairie grasses, or weeds, but the nests are also sometimes
placed near the base of a tree. The actual nest is simply a slight
depression in the soil well lined with light grayish down.
Clutch Size and Incubation Period: From 7 to 12 eggs, averaging
8 or 9 in most areas, and 8.2 for 14 nests in North Dakota. The
eggs are creamy white with a smooth surface. Incubation period
is 23-24 days. Single-brooded, but rene sting apparently is frequent.
Time of Breeding: North Dakota egg dates range from May 31 to
July 13, and dates of dependent young are from June 26 to
September 21.
Breeding Biology: Wigeons form seasonally monogamous pair
bonds after a period of social courtship in winter and spring.
Males perform fairly simple displays, mainly involving calling,
chin-lifting, and raising the folded wings high above the back.
After pair-formation, pairs establish a home range on marshes
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ranging from less than an acre to more than 20 acres in area.
There is no territorial defense, although males evict other males
from the vicinity of their mates. Nest sites are well hidden, and
shortly after incubation begins males abandon their mates. The
female thus incubates and rears the brood alone. Broods are
reared on relatively open marshes, and fledging occurs at about
70 days of age.
Suggested Reading: Sowls 1978; Johnsgard 1975.

Northern Shoveler

Anas c1ypeata
Breeding Status: Breeds commonly in the Dakotas and western
Minnesota, is common to uncommon in Nebraska, northwest
Iowa, and eastern Colorado, and breeds locally and occasionally
in western Kansas, northwestern Oklahoma, and extreme northeastern New Mexico.
Breeding Habitat: Shallow prairie marshes with an abundance of
plant and small animal life floating on the surface provide ideal
shoveler habitat. Submerged plants whose leaves reach or nearly
reach the surface, such as pondweeds, also provide food by
supporting an abundant aquatic invertebrate life. Nonwooded
shorelines are preferred to wooded ones, and muddy bottoms
seem to be preferred.
Nest Location: Shovelers usually build their nests well away from
water, in grassy cover that is less than a foot tall and almost never
more than 2 feet tall. Broad-leaved weeds and shrubby cover are
used secondarily for nesting. The nest is a shallow depression
lined with some vegetation and with brownish down having lighter centers.
Clutch Size and Incubation Period: From 8 to 13 eggs (54 North
Dakota clutches averaged 10.2). Eggs are bu ffy , usually with a
greenish tint. The incubation period is 22-25 days. Singlebrooded, but renesting efforts are frequent.
Time of Nesting: North Dakota egg dates range from May 6 to
July 20, and records of dependent young range from June 8 to
September 17. There is a record of an Oklahoma nest for June 12,
and young have been seen from May 23 to early July. In Texas,
dependent young have been reported from early March to June
30.

Breeding Biology: Shovelers begin pair-formation on their wintering grounds and continue it through their arrival on the breeding grounds. Most of the displays are aquatic, but there are also
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"jump-flights" and aerial chases associated with courtship. The
birds are seasonally monogamous (contrary to the early literature) and at least in captivity some birds rem ate with previous
mates while others choose new ones. The pairs spread out over
the breeding habitat and have been described as territorial by
some workers, while others have simply reported that they occupy
overlapping home ranges from 15 to 90 acres in area. The females
do all the incubation, and the males abandon them during the
incubation period. The fledging period is about 6-7 weeks.
Suggested Reading: Poston 1969; Johnsgard 1975.

Wood Duck
Aix sponsa
Breeding Status: Largely· restricted to wooded rivers east of the
looth meridian, but occurring rarely and only locally west to the
Souris and Missouri rivers of North Dakota, central South
Dakota, the eastern thirds of Nebraska and Kansas, and the
eastern half of Oklahoma, with breeding extending locally along
the Red River into the Texas panhandle (to Randall County).
Breeding Habitat: The wood duck breeds in floodplain forests
along rivers, creeks, and oxbows and around wooded lakes but is
generally associated with slow-moving rivers, sloughs, or ponds
where large trees are found. Forests providing acorns or other
mast are desirable, and water areas with an abundance of flooded
shrubs or trees and depths no greater than 18 inches are especially
favored.
Nest Location: Nests are in natural or artificial cavities. Favored
trees are at least 16 inches in diameter, having openings at least
3 \Ii inches wide and interior cavities at least 8 inches in diameter.
The cavity must be well drained and the entrance well protected
from the weather. High cavities with small entrances are preferred, as are locations over water. Likewise, trees growing in
clusters or groves are favored over isolated trees, and open stands
of trees are preferred over dense stands.
Clutch Size and Incubation Period: From 12 to 16 eggs, averaging
about 14 in clutches produced by a single female, often more in
"dump nests" produced by several females. Eggs are creamy
white with a smooth surface. Incubation period is 25-37 days,
averaging 30 days. Normally single-brooded.
Time of Breeding: Egg dates in North Dakota are from May 7 to
June 14, and dates of dependent young are from June 3 to
September 8. Kansas egg dates are from March 21 to May 10,

58

with mid-April a probable peak of egg-laying. Texas egg dates are
from March 1 to July 15, and dependent young have been seen
from March 14 to August 25.
Breeding Biology: Pair bonds are established each year, after a
prolonged period of courtship displays. No definite territorial
behavior exists, but males assist females in seeking out suitable
nest sites, which may take days. Competition for nest sites is
frequent, and thus collective "dump nests" are locally prevalent.
The female does the incubation, and males normally desert their
mates before hatching. The female raises the brood, which
fledges at about 60 days of age. Renesting after loss of the first
clutch is fairly frequent, and a second brood may be raised on
rare occasions.
Suggested Reading: Grice and Rogers 1965; Johnsgard 1975.

Redhead
Aythya americana
Breeding Status: Breeds in western Minnesota and the Dakotas,
mainly east and north of the Missouri River, as well as in northwestern Iowa and the Sandhills of Nebraska. There are only a few
nesting records from Kansas, for Barton County in 1928 and
1961-64.
Breeding Habitat: Redheads are similar to canvasbacks in their
habitat needs but occur on more alkaline marshes. They usually
nest in marshes at least an acre in area, with about 10-25 percent
of the surface open water and emergent vegetation 20-40 inches
tall.
Nest Location: Nests are built in emergent vegetation, in water
about a foot deep and in vegetation 20-40 inches tall. They are
placed within 50 yards of open water, often less than 5 yards
away. Cattails and hard stem bulrushes are favored nesting sites.
The nest bowl is lined with down that varies from white to
medium gray .
. Clutch Size and Incubation Period: From 8 to 15 eggs (74 North
Dakota nests averaged 10.2), but parasitic and "dump nesting"
often makes clutches abnormally large. The eggs are usually
·creamy white, rarely greenish to buffy. Incubation period is 24-28
days, starting with the last egg.
Time of Breeding: North Dakota egg dates range from May 5 to
August 10, and dates of dependent young range from June 14 to
October 17. Most egg records are for July, and those of dependent young are for August. In northwestern Iowa, nest dates
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range from May 1 to mid-July, with most before June 1. Brood
records are from June 1 to early September, most broods hatching between June 8 and June 30.
Breeding Biology: Redheads have seasonal pair bonds, established each winter and spring. Their displays and associated behavior are much like those of canvasbacks, and the two species
often associate. On reaching their nesting grounds, oairs establish
home ranges that typically include nest-site potholes and waitingsite potholes, often shared with other pairs. Nest parasitism by
redheads is high in most areas, and they drop eggs in the nests of
a large variety of other marsh birds, although not all females are
parasitic nesters. Males abandon their mates early in incubation
and often fly elsewhere to molt. In Iowa the young fledge at 70-84
days of age, and shorter fledging periods have been reported for
Canada. In Iowa there is also a moderate amount of renesting,
but little or none occurs in Canada.
Suggested Reading: Low 1945; Johnsgard 1975.

Ring-necked Duck
Aythya col/aris
Breeding Status: Breeding is confined mainly to northwestern and
west-central Minnesota and the Turtle Mountains of north-central North Dakota, with local breeding on the Drift Plain of
east-central North Dakota and scattered breeding records for
northeastern South Dakota and the Sandhills of Nebraska.
Breeding Habitat: The primary habitat of ring-necked ducks is
sedge-meadow marshes and bogs, with freshwater marshes used
secondarily. Acidic or freshwater areas are preferred to brackish
ones, and the birds especially frequent ponds that support water
lilies and are surrounded by shrubby cover.
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Nest Location: Nests are very frequently on floating islands in
bogs or on hummocks of vegetation in open marshes. Rarely,
nests are on dry land well away from water, but most are close to
water of swimming depth and within 15 yards of water open
enough for landing and taking off. Both sedges and brushy cover
are used for specific nest cover, and small clumps are apparently
used more often than larger ones. Nests are lined with sooty
I brown down having white centers.
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Clutch Size and Incubation Period: From 6 to 14 eggs, with an
average of about 10. The eggs are olive buff and smooth. The
incubation period ranges from 25 to 29 days, averaging about 27
days after the laying of the last egg. Single-brooded, but a persistent renester.

Time of Breeding: North Dakota egg dates range from May 30 to
July 20, and dates of dependent young are from June 29 to
September 7. Most of the brood records are for August.
Breeding Biology: Pair bonds in ring-necked ducks start to become established on the wintering grounds through social display
that begins in January and February, but some displays persist
until the birds arrive on their nesting grounds. Display patterns
are much like those of redheads and canvasbacks, in spite of
plumage differences. Pairs become spaced out over the breeding
grounds but show little aggression when they come into contact,
and nests are often close together on islands. The pair bond is
usually broken near the end of the incubation period, and females
raise their broods alone, on ponds often largely covered by water
lilies. By the end of the fledging period of 7-8 weeks the female
has begun her flightless period and family bonds terminate.
Suggested Reading: Mendall 1958; Johnsgard 1975.

Canvasback
Aythya valisineria
Breeding Status: Breeding is mostly confined to the glaciated
areas of the Dakotas and western Minnesota, north and east of
the Missouri River. There is also local breeding in the Nebraska
Sandhills, but only one breeding record farther south, from Barton County, Kansas, in 1962.
Breeding Habitat: Canvasbacks are most abundant on shallow
prairie marshes that are surrounded by cattails, bulrushes, and
similar vegetation, with open water for landing and taking off
and little or no wooded area around the shoreline.
Nest Location: Nests are constructed over water, among emergent
vegetation that is 1-4 feet tall and composed of bulrushes (usually
hardstem bulrush) or cattails, with phragmites used less often.
Nests are usually 10-15 yards from areas of open water that
are at least 50 feet square. The nest bowl is usually well lined with
pearly gray down having inconspicuous white tips.
Clutch Size and Incubation Period: From 6 to 16 eggs (26 North
Dakota nests averaged 9.9), with larger clutches of "dump nests"
not infrequent. The eggs are grayish olive to greenish. The incubation period is about 24 days. Single-brooded, but renesting
occurs frequently.
Time of Breeding: North Dakota egg dates range from April 28 to
July 15, and dates of dependent young are from May 29 to
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September 5. More than 90 percent of the egg dates are for May
and June, and dates of dependent young are for July and August.
Breeding Biology: Canvasbacks renew their pair bonds annually,
and courtship is usually intense as the birds are returning to their
nesting grounds. Several aquatic displays, including cooing calls
and head-throw displays, are conspicuous then. As pairs form,
they separate from the flocks and seek out nesting areas in
smaller and shallower ponds than those used for courting. In
densely populated areas a substantial amount of nest parasitism
occurs among canvasbacks and between canvasbacks and redheads. Although parasitic redheads are prone to lay their eggs in
canvasback nests, the latter usually lay eggs only in the nests of
other canvasbacks. Thus mixed-species broods sometimes occur,
but parasitized nests are less successful than nonparasitized ones.
The fledging period is 8-9 weeks.
Suggested Reading: Hochbaum 1944; Johnsgard 1975.

Lesser Scaup
Aythya affinis
Breeding Status: Breeds locally in northwestern Minnesota and in
the Dakotas, mainly east and north of the Missouri River. Occasionally breeds in the Nebraska Sandhills (Garden, Morrill,
Cherry, and Brown counties) and probably breeds sparingly in
eastern Kansas, though no definite records exist.
Breeding Habitat: Prairie marshes, "potholes," and ponds or
lakes in partially wooded parklands are the major habitat of
lesser scaups. Favored ponds are usually slightly to moderately
brackish and vary from semipermanent to permanent. Those
supporting high populations of amphipods ("scuds") and aqua"
tic insects are most heavily used.
Nest Location: Nests are on dry land but usually fairly close to
shore. Islands on lakes, especially those with grassy or weedy
cover, are especially preferred. Nests are usually within 50 yards
of water, and the cover is 1-2 feet tall. In some boggy areas the
nests are placed on floating sedge mats. The nest cup is lined with
very dark brown down with inconspicuous white centers.
Clutch Size and Incubation Period: From 7 to 12 eggs (25 North
Dakota nests averaged 9.4). Eggs are greenish to olive buff with a
smooth but not glossy surface. The incubation period is 21-26
days, with an average of 24.8 days after the last egg is laid. Singlebrooded, but a regular renester (up to three renesting attempts
have been reported).
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Time of Breeding: North Dakota egg dates range from May 21 to
August 10, with more than 80 percent of the records in June.
Dependent young have been recorded from July 16 to September
6, predominantly in August.
Breeding Biology: Lesser scaup form pair bonds that persist for a
single season, during a prolonged period of winter and spring
social display. Pairs establish relatively large but poorly defined
home ranges, often centering on marshes 2-5 acres in area that
include some deep water. Females build their nests alone and are
abandoned by their mates shortly after they begin incubation.
Although scaup often nest in or near gull colonies, the gulls
sometimes prey severely on ducklings, and much brood disruption is typical. Females often desert their ducklings early to molt,
and large broods consisting of ducklings from several families are
frequent in some areas. The fledging period is about 47-50 days,
relatively short for diving ducks.
Suggested Reading: Trauger 1971; Hines 1977.

Common Goldeneye
Bucepha/a clangu/a
Breeding Status: Limited as a breeder to forested portions of
western Minnesota and the Turtle Mountains of north-central
North Dakota. Nonbreeders may often be seen during the summer elsewhere in the region.
Breeding Habitat: Goldeneyes are generally associated with deep
marshes and lakes that have adjacent stands of trees, especially
hardwoods, that provide nest cavities. Although the coniferous
forest region of North America is the center of their distribution
on this continent, they probably nest mainly in aspens or poplars.
Nest Location: Nests in North Dakota are usually in elms, but
oaks and sometimes box elders are also used if they are hollow
and have cavity entrances 2-35 feet above the ground. In New
Brunswick, the birds nest in a variety of hardwood trees, most
often those in open stands at the edges of marshes or fields, and
prefer those with lateral cavity openings rather than vertical
entrances. An internal cavity diameter of 6-10 inches is preferred,
but the entrance diameter is apparently not critical. The down
lining is very pale gray with white centers.
Clutch Size and Incubation Period: From 7 to 16 eggs (13 North
Dakota nests averaged 11.2). The eggs are olive green with a
smooth surface. Incubation period is about 30 days, varying from
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27 to 32. Single-brooded, with renesting incidence unknown but
probably low.
Time of Breeding: North Dakota egg records range from May 2
to late June, and dependent young have been seen from June 18
to July 29.
Breeding Biology: Goldeneyes become mature when 2 years old
and form pair bonds in their second winter. Their social displays
are conspicuous and elaborate and continue until the birds reach
their nesting areas. Thereafter pairs spread out and seek nesting
sites, females usually returning to the place where they nested
previously. No definite nest territory is established, although
males defend their mates until the pair bond is broken early in
incubation. Competition for nest sites sometimes results in dump
nesting and nest desertion, and raccoons are serious nest predators. Nests with small entrances (3.5 by 4.5 inches) may be more
successful than those with larger ones where predators are serious
problems. After hatching, the young remain in the nest for about
a day, then leave as a group by jumping to the ground. The
broods feed in relatively open water and often form mixed broods
or even motherless aggregations. They Hedge in about 55-60 days
and are abandoned by their mothers a week or two before fledging.
Suggested Reading: Carter 1958; Johnsgard 1975.

Bufflehead
Bucephala albeola
Breeding Status: Restricted mainly to the Turtle Mountains of
North Dakota, where it is uncommon, and also breeds rarely at
the J. Clark Salyer N.W.R., McHenry County. Nonbreeding
birds often summer elsewhere in the region.
Breeding Habitat: Buffleheads are associated with ponds or lakes
in or near open woodland, where nesting sites are available and
where there is an abundance of aquatic invertebrates. Moderately
deep and fertile lakes, with open shorelines and sparse reedbeds
that have nest sites nearby, are especially favored.
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Nest Location: Nests are almost always in cavities made by woodpeckers, primarily flickers. Cavities that are 3-20 feet above the
ground or water level are used, especially those in dead trees that
are either standing in water or are very close to it. The birds will
also nest in artificial cavities, with entrances about 3 inches wide
and internal diameters of about 7 inches. The nest is lined with a
down that is pale grayish to brownish with indistinct lighter
centers.

Clutch Size and Incubation Period: From 5 to 16 eggs (averaging
about 9 in initial clutches and 7 in late or renesting efforts). Eggs
are creamy to olive buff with a slightly glossy surface. The
incubation period ranges from 29 to 31 days and is usually 30
days. Single-brooded; renesting is apparently uncommon and
possibly does not occur.
Time of Breeding: North Dakota egg dates are from June 6 to
June 13, and dependent young have been seen from June 15 to
August 15.
Breeding Biology: Buffleheads form seasonal pair bonds during a
prolonged period of courtship that extends from winter through
the spring migration. It is not known how often males remate
with mates of the previous year, but females have a strong tendency to return to the place where they nested previously, and
they often nest in the same cavity. Competition for nest sites
among buffleheads and with other hole-nesting birds such as
starlings and tree swallows makes nest-site availability an important facet of their biology. Males abandon their mates and often
leave the area shortly after incubation gets under way, and the
females leave their nests occasionally during incubation to feed.
The young remain in the nest 24-36 hours after hatching, then at
their mother's signal they jump down to the ground and leave as a
group, usually during the morning. The fledging period is about
50-55 days, during most of which the female keeps the young
within a brood territory. However, some brood transfers and
formations of multiple broods have been reported.
Suggested Reading: Erskine 1972.

White-winged Seoter
Melanitta fusca
Breeding Status: Virtually extirpated. At present an accidental or
very rare breeder in northern North Dakota, with the most recent
records for Des Lacs N.W.R., in 1952 and 1953. At one time
breeding was common at Devils Lake and Stump Lake, Nelson
County.
Breeding Habitat: In North Dakota, large and brackish lakes
surrounded by dense brushland or woodlands were the favored
breeding habitats. Lakes having boulder-covered islets that support herbaceous vegetation and shrubs or trees are used in more
northerly parts of the species' range and are probably the primary
habitat type.
Nest Location: In North Dakota, most nests were on islands and
under shrubby cover, sometimes a considerable distance from
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water. Studies in Finland indicate that junipers and other bushes
are the usual cover and provide excellent concealment. Somewhat
exposed nests were common only near gull colonies, and often the
nest is protected by rock overhangs or by heavy stems and
branches of junipers. The nest cup usually contains some plant
materials as well as a lining of deep grayish to olive brown down
with small white centers.
Clutch Size and Incubation Period: From 6 to 14 eggs (21 nests in
North Dakota averaged 10.0). Eggs are creamy buff with a
smooth but not glossy surface. The incubation period is 26-29
days, with an average of 27.5. Single-brooded, with no evidence
of renesting.
Time of Breeding: North Dakota egg dates range from June 15 to
July 25, and sightings of dependent young are from July 28 to
September 3.
Breeding Biology: White-winged scoters reestablish their pair
bonds annually after becoming sexually mature in their second
year. They arrive on their northern breeding grounds rather late,
. and there is about a month's delay between arrival and nesting in
Alberta and Manitoba. Males remain with their mates through
the egg-laying period but desert them soon afterward. Rarely,
males have been seen defending broods from the attacks of gulls.
At least in some areas, there are extensive brood mergers shortly
after hatching, and groups of 100 or more ducklings sometimes
develop. The fledging period is not definite but is probably between 63 and 77 days.
Suggested Reading: Rawls 1949; Johnsgard 1975.
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Ruddy Duck
Oxyura jamaicensis

1

Breeding Status: Breeding occurs locally over most of western
Minnesota and northwestern Iowa, in the Dakotas in the glaciated areas to the east and north of the Missouri River, and in the
deeper marshes of the Nebraska Sandhills and rainwater basin in
Clay County. Breeding in Kansas is very local, with definite
nesting records from Barton, Stafford, and Grant counties, and
possible breeding birds have been seen in Finney and Kearny
counties. Reported as nesting in Union County, New Mexico, and
may also nest occasionally in Harper and Beaver counties, Oklahoma.
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Breeding Habitat: Permanent or semipermanent prairie marshes
having stable water levels and an abundance of emergent vegetation, especially cattails and hardstem bulrushes, are prime ruddy

duck habitat. The marshes must have some open water close to
the nesting cover provided by the emergent vegetation or be
connected with open water by muskrat channels.
Nest Location: Hardstem bulrush stands are optimum nesting
cover for ruddy ducks, which build platforms or floating nests in
water up to 3 feet deep. Dense cover is preferred to sparse cover,
and bulrushes are preferred to cattails or other emergent plants.
Bulrushes that can be readily bent over to form the nest are
preferred; species with stiff, tough stalks are little used. Many
nests have canopies and ramps for easy access. Usually there is a
little down present as a lining, which is very light colored with
white centers.
Clutch Size and Incubation Period: From 3 to 15 eggs (68 North
Dakota nests averaged 7.7), but dump nests or parasitically laid
eggs often cause inflated clutch sizes. The eggs are white with a
chalky and granular surface. The incubation period is 23 days.
Single-brooded (perhaps double-brooded at the southern end of
its range), with limited evidence of renesting.
Time of Breeding: North Dakota egg dates range from May 29 to
August 21, and dependent young have been seen from July 3 to
October 14. Most egg dates are for June and July, and most
broods dates are for August. In northwestern Iowa egg initiation
dates are from May 8 to July 11, with the peak of laying during
the first half of June.
Breeding Biology: Ruddy ducks apparently mature in their first
year, though not all females are thought to breed as yearlings.
Pair bonds are rather weak, and much display is related to
territorial advertisement rather than courtship itself. Females
show little or no pair-forming or pair-maintaining behavior, although males may remain in the vicinity of their mates after they
have begun nesting. Some even persist in remaining with them
after the brood has hatched, though they do not "assist" in
rearing the brood. The young are highly precocious and independent, so that broods often become scattered before they fledge,
about 6-7 weeks after hatching.
Suggested Reading: Low 1941; Johnsgard 1975.

Hooded Merganser

Mergus cucullatus
Breeding Status: Limited as a breeder to the forested portions of
western Minnesota and the Souris and Des Lacs rivers of northcentral North Dakota, with a few scattered records from elseWhere in the state. There are also records of young birds seen
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(1954, 1958) at Trumbull Lake, Clay County, Iowa, and a single
breeding record for Sequoyah County, Oklahoma (Bulletin oj the
Oklahoma Ornithological Society 10:22).
Breeding Habitat: In North Dakota, hooded mergansers are associated with rivers, creeks, and oxbows bordered by woods and
supporting large populations of small fish. In general, they prefer
clear streams that have woods nearby to provide nesting cavities,
especially streams that have sandy or cobble bottoms rather than
mud bottoms and are not very deep or murky enough to interfere
with underwater vision.
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Nest Location: Cavities or nesting boxes close to water are used
more often than those well away from it. The cavity entrance may
be near the ground, or up to 60 feet high. Hooded mergansers
readily accept nesting boxes that have been set out for wood
ducks, so their general requirements for cavity size are probably
very similar. Both species often use the same boxes where they
occur together, resulting in mixed clutches that may be incubated
by either species. The down lining of hooded merganser nests is
pale gray with white centers (as in wood ducks), but the associated breast feathers are narrow and off-white rather than wide
and white.
Clutch Size and Incubation Period: From 7 to 13 eggs (5 North
Dakota clutches averaged 8.7). Eggs are white with a glossy
surface and are slightly larger (over 40 mm wide) and more
rounded than wood-duck eggs. The incubation period is about 33
days. Single-brooded, with no evidence of renesting tendencies.
Time of Breeding: North Dakota egg dates are for June and early
July, with young (or hatched eggs) reported from June 18 to
August 7. In southeastern Missouri, records indicate nest initiations from February 9 to April 20, with most initiated between
February 24 and March 20.
Breeding Biology: Hooded mergansers first form pairs in their
second winter of life and thereafter establish pair bonds annually
during a prolonged courtship period. On return to their nesting
areas, the females usually find nest sites near their former nest
areas and many nest in the very same locations. These locations
are often within a few miles of where the females hatched. Pair
bonds are probably disrupted early in the incubation period, and
incubating females leave their nests two or three times a day to
forage. The newly hatched young are taken to rearing areas,
usually rivers but sometimes standing-water habitats such as
beaver ponds. They fledge in about 70 days.
Suggested Reading: Morse, Jakabosky, and McCrow 1969;
Johnsgard 1975.
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Common Merganser

Mergus merganser
Breeding Status: Nearly extirpated. Previously bred in the vicinity
of Devils Lake, and probably also the Turtle Mountains, North
Dakota. Currently the species breeds in north-central and northeastern Minnesota, and there is a breeding record for Roseau
County. Summer birds in Clearwater and Otter Tail counties
suggest possible recent breeding there. There was a sight record of
a brood in Custer County, Nebraska, in 1968 (Nebraska Bird
Review 37:45), and another 1968 sighting of a brood near Pickstown, Charles Mix County, South Dakota.
Breeding Habitat: Common mergansers are mostly associated
with forest-lined lakes and ponds near rivers that support high
fish populations and are clear enough to allow for visual foraging.
Nest Location: In our region nesting is mostly confined to cavities
in hardwood trees, but in areas without trees large enough to
provide nest cavities the birds will nest under boulders, in buildings, or under dense brush. Concealment and darkness in the nest
cavity are prime requirements. The birds will also nest in artificial
cavities such as nest boxes with entrances 4 V<! inches in diameter,
an internal cavity about 10 inches wide, and a depth of about 20
inches below the entrance. Nests are usually lined with some
down, which is nearly white, unlike the dark down of redbreasted mergansers.
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Clutch Size and Incubation Period: From 7 to 16 eggs, averaging
9 or 10. The eggs are pale cream to buffy and lack a glossy
surface. Incubation period is 32-35 days. Single-brooded.
Time of Breeding: Eggs in North Dakota nests are reported from
May 26 to June 25. In Minnesota, dependent young have been
seen from June 3 to August 11.
Breeding Biology: During fall and winter, these mergansers usually stay in small flocks that sometimes feed cooperatively, but as
spring approaches much time is spent in social display and in
establishing pair bonds, and flock sizes decrease. Females remain
fairly gregarious while looking for nest sites and often nest close
together. Probably some dump nesting occurs in locations where
nest cavities are limited. The males usually leave their mates
before hatching but on rare occasions have been seen with
broods. The young are led to water a day or two after hatching,
and the brood is usually raised in shallow rivers. At times the
female carries part of her brood on her back, especially when they
are frightened. The fledging period is 60-70 days.
Suggested Reading: White 1957; Johnsgard 1975.
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